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Abstract

Issue Addressed: A healthy diet is particularly important during childhood. Research

suggests that more than 95% of Australian primary school aged children do not eat a

diet consistent with the Australian Dietary Guidelines, putting them at risk of poor

health. Interventions to improve the quality of children's lunchboxes may help

address this issue. However, there is limited understanding of the factors impacting

lunchbox preparation.

Methods: This study explored the experiences of 10 mothers of Victorian primary

school students. Mothers took part in semi-structured interviews exploring their

views on lunchbox preparation and food choices. The study used a Constructivist

Grounded Theory methodology and data were analysed using an inductive, thematic

approach.

Results: Analysis of the interviews yielded four main themes. (i) Mothers experienced

a range of non-nutritional barriers that impacted the food choices they made for their

children. (ii) Children's preferences influenced parental food choices. (iii) Mothers

experienced and/or perceived judgement about the food choices they make for their

children. And (iv) Mothers identified a lack of support and information from schools

about what was appropriate for school lunch.

Conclusion: Findings of this study indicate that mothers are concerned with balan-

cing nutrition and child preferences within the broader context of guidelines, per-

ceived or real judgement and income constraints.

So What?: The school environment may be an ideal setting to promote healthy eating

but support for parents is needed. This is the first study in Victoria exploring mothers'

perspectives on lunchbox preparation and provides initial information on which

future research can build.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

A diet that meets the Australian Dietary Guidelines can promote gen-

eral health and reduce the risk of developing chronic health condi-

tions.1 Children need a nutritious diet to maintain their health and

wellbeing and develop healthy behaviours they can take into adult-

hood.2 However, research has found that over 95% of Australian pri-

mary school aged children do not consume an adequately nutritious

diet, putting them at risk poor health outcomes including excess

weight gain, poor mental health, reduced academic performance and

the development of noncommunicable diseases later in life.3

Australian children spend most of their time outside the home at

school, making school an ideal setting for health promotion. To assist

parents in making healthy food choices, policymakers have developed

school-based healthy eating guidelines, with this information often

being provided to parents by their schools.4 This information generally

focuses on educating parents on nutrition and providing healthy lunch-

box ideas.5–7 However, research indicates that parents already feel con-

fident in their nutritional knowledge, and this focus on education

ignores the complexity of parent's experiences providing healthy food

for their children.5–8 Parent's report that their food choices often reflect

a compromise between food they consider nutritious and non-

nutritional barriers related to time pressures, costs and adhering to child

preferences.5,8 As such, the focus on increasing nutritional knowledge

of parents may be misplaced when seeking to improve child nutrition.5,8

Previous research exploring school lunchboxes has focused on

the types of food children bring to school.9,10 However, there has

been little research exploring parental perceptions of lunchbox prepa-

ration, or their experiences when seeking to balance their own nutri-

tional knowledge and other mitigating factors that impact lunchbox

choices.9,10 This leaves a clear gap in the knowledge surrounding the

possible drivers for improved lunchbox quality.9,10 Hay's concept of

“good mothering” can be used to explore the social pressures related

to mothering and how these social pressures impact parental food

choices.11,12 Children's dietary intake is intrinsically linked to the con-

cept of good mothering, as mothers are often responsible for prepar-

ing family meals.11,12 Good mothering is defined as the social

expectation that mothers are fully accountable for their children's

health and wellbeing.11,12 The focus on mothers specifically highlights

the traditional gender roles that have been associated with parent-

ing.11,12 While society is changing and many families are moving away

from traditional gender divides, differences remain in the demands

and expectations of parents based on their gender.13,14 Faircloth,11

noted that the push for fathers to be more involved in childcare has

focused on the “caring about” responsibilities, such as supporting

sport or school activities. This is in contrast to mothers, who are

expected to focus on the “caring for” responsibilities, which includes

child nutrition and is still viewed as one of the most critical aspects of

motherhood. Current literature suggests that health promotion inter-

ventions seeking to improve children's dietary intake are primarily

focused on mothers,11,15 which reinforce gendered expectations.

School lunchboxes can be considered a public example of good

mothering.7,15,16 When considering child nutrition, according to

Harman and Cappellini7,17 and Pike and Leahy,16 society perceives

parents as caring or uncaring based upon the assumed nutritional

quality of the food in their children's lunchbox, while potential barriers

experienced by some parents that could impact lunchbox food choices

are not considered.16,18 Maher et al,15 interviewed 24 mothers about

their views on child nutrition guidelines and how they related to their

own experiences feeding their children.15 The findings indicated that

mothers experience an intermingling of responsibility and resistance

to health promotion information, especially if they considered the

information judgmental or impractical.15 This means that focusing on

parental nutritional education may be ineffective, and may also have a

negative impact on mothers emotional and mental wellbeing.13,19

According to Henderson et al,13 guilt and “mother-blame” are ever-

present and an inescapable part of motherhood, and are said to

impact all mothers regardless of their employment, socio-economic

status and personal beliefs around traditional gender roles. To date,

there is limited data on the impact good mothering has on parent's

lunchbox choices or their perspectives of lunchbox preparation.5,11,15

Data on the experiences of mothers when preparing lunchboxes

for their children is limited, and currently, no qualitative studies have

explored the perspectives of mothers in Victoria. This research begins

to address these gaps by exploring mothers' perspectives on lunchbox

preparation and children's dietary intake at primary school. Specifi-

cally, the aim of this study was to explore parental experiences of

packing lunchboxes for their children, information schools provide on

lunchbox preparation and consider the potential barriers some

mothers experienced that impacted their ability to pack lunchboxes

they consider healthy.

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Design

This study employed a qualitative design to investigate the aims using

semi-structured interviews. This research was guided by a Construc-

tivist Grounded Theory (CGT) methodology, a sociological approach

to qualitative research in which researchers acknowledge their own

beliefs around the topic of investigation and how it may influence the

research process.20 The researchers co-construct the data with the

participants, data collection and analysis is conducted simultaneously

to develop a theory that is a subjective interpretation of the partici-

pants experiences rather than an objective representation.20

2.2 | Sample

Data were collected between July and September 2021. While the

study was open to any parent or caregiver of children who attended

primary school in Victoria to maximise the participant variation, the

researchers were only contacted by mothers. This was expected as

current literature suggests child feeding is considered a primary role

of the mother.11,15
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2.3 | Recruitment

Participants were recruited through primary schools and community

organisations, social media and snowball sampling. Schools and commu-

nity groups were emailed an advertisement flyer that included a short

summary of the project and the contact information for the senior

author, who parents then contacted to express their interest. The first

author emailed potential participants the plain language statement (PLS)

and consent form. Potential participants who expressed interest but did

not return the consent forms were followed up via two emails over a

three-week period. Those who did not respond were classed as no lon-

ger interested and no further communications were sent. Informed writ-

ten and verbal consent was obtained prior to interviews being

conducted. There was no pre-existing relationship between the

researchers and the participants prior to the interviews being conducted.

Participants were not provided any additional information about the

nature of the interview beyond what was included in the advertising

flyer and PLS. Participants were given a $25 gift card as a reimbursement

for their time which had been advertised in the recruitment flyer.

2.4 | Data collection

Data were collected via semi-structured interviews, three were con-

ducted on Zoom and seven by phone. An interview guide was devel-

oped by the research team based on the aims of the study. The guide

consisted of five questions; “Can you tell me about yourself and your

family?” “Can you tell me about a typical week of preparing school

lunch boxes for your children?” “Do you experience any challenges or

feel pressure with packing your child's lunch box?” “Can you tell me

about the information you receive from the school about guidelines

for lunch boxes and healthy eating?” and “Do you use social media to

get lunchbox ideas?” as well as follow-up probing questions.

The CGT methodology and previously conducted research were

used to guide the question design and interview format.5,7,21 The inter-

views were recorded and transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were

sent to the participants for member-checking prior to data analysis. All

the participants reported the transcripts were representative of their

interview and no modifications were required. The average interview

duration was 36 minutes (range 28-52) and no follow-up interviews

were conducted. The sample size was considered adequate for a CGT

methodology, consistent with previous research22,23 and given that no

new themes were identified in the last three interviews.20

2.5 | Data analysis

Interview transcripts were analysed using NVivo (Version 12) software.

Analysis began as soon as the transcripts became available as CGT meth-

odology conducts data collection and analysis simultaneously. An inductive

approach was applied, consisting of line by line coding, initial coding and

focused coding to develop a list of key themes.20 These themes were rea-

nalysed and discussed by the research team to ensure their relevance to

the research questions, with any remaining themes either removed or

incorporated into one of the main themes through discussion.

3 | RESULTS

3.1 | Characteristics of the sample

Ten Victorian mothers consented to participate in the research and

were interviewed. Participant characteristics are summarised in Table 1.

Analysis of the transcripts resulted in the identification of four

main themes. The first relates to lunchbox decisions mothers made

that were not focused on nutrition. The second relates to dietary

choices, nutrition and food their children liked. The third theme,

parental judgement, included mothers judging themselves and the

judgment they perceived from others. The final theme was the sup-

port mothers received from their children's school in relation to the

food children consumed at school such as healthy eating guidelines.

3.2 | Barriers impacting food choices

Participants described several barriers that prevented them from

packing lunchbox food for their children that they considered healthy

and that their children would eat and enjoy. These barriers included

TABLE 1 Summary of participant information

n (%)

Number of children

1 2 (20)

2 5 (50)

3 3 (30)

Relationship status

Single 5 (50)

Partnered 5 (50)

Employment status

Full time 3 (30)

Part time 0

Student 3 (30)

Not currently employed 4 (40)

Income level based on tax

High 3 (30)

Medium 0

Low 7 (70)

School

Private 9 (90)

Public 1 (10)

Child with special needs

Yes 2 (20)

No 8 (80)

WATSON-MACKIE ET AL. 93



financial constraints related to the purchase of foods their children

were likely to eat, and a lack of time, especially for those who had

employment responsibilities.

Participants described a variety of financial constraints that

impacted the food choices they made for their children. Participants

who were in receipt of government welfare payments and those who

were single income families were especially prone to experiencing

these constraints, with several stating that their income was insuffi-

cient to cover living costs and the purchase of healthy food.

It is not feasible for people on lower incomes to be actu-

ally providing fresh fruit and vegetables for their kids.

(Mother, single, 2 children).

Participants described the ways they manage issues surrounding afford-

ability of food. This included talking to their children about the cost of

food, discussing the family's limited income, or by avoiding the topic all

together.

I don't actually say I can't afford them very much … they

don't love it if I do ever mention that we're not super rich,

or that they might be missing out on things compared to

their friends. (Mother, single, 2 children).

Participants found other ways to manage their financial constraints to

ensure they could purchase enough food for their family. This

included buying generic brands of foods, buying some staple food in

bulk and cooking some, or all of their meals at home.

I'd rather buy a large amount of something, um and you

can also, yeah manage I guess the money a bit better.

(Mother, single, 1 child).

All participants reported that a lack of time impacted the food they

packed in their children's lunchboxes. Some mothers managed these

time constraints by buying online to minimise time spent shopping,

preparing lunchboxes early or around work schedules. Other mothers

said that they were so busy in the morning that if they were not orga-

nised, occasionally they forgot to pack a lunchbox.

It's more time for me, like I feel like I don't have much

time or time to plan or think about it and much time to

prepare it's very much like and sometimes it's like wow

we're running out the door and I forgot to pack the lunch-

box. (Mother, single, 1 child).

Mothers who were not in the formal workforce reported having more

time to prepare food. The participants commented that this saved

money, allowed them to make food they considered healthy and avoid

pre-packaged or other purchased foods.

If I was a single mother working full time, I don't know

how I would do big cook ups over school holidays if I'm

constantly working. I wouldn't have the time to do that.

(Mother, single, 2 children).

By contrast, mothers who were working full-time or studying did not

think it was possible for them to make all the lunchbox food themselves.

While these mothers were more likely to purchase pre-packaged food,

they stated a desire to be more involved in household food preparation.

If I could do it myself and have more time to do that and

make lovely little things for them that would be nice but

it's, it's not possible not with three of them and working

full time. (Mother, single, 3 children).

3.3 | Dietary issues and nutrition

Participants considered children's dietary intake and nutrition to be

one of the most important aspects of lunchbox preparation. However,

when discussing these issues, mothers also described how they

attempted to balance healthy lunchboxes with their children's food

preferences.

All mothers described the importance of sending their children to

school with food that was nutritious and gave them energy to get

through the day, in addition to ensuring that the food provided was

something that their children would enjoy and eat.

I guess it's a constant battle between trying to fill them

up … but also, I'm conscious that ideally, quite a lot of the

lunchbox should be fruit and vegetables. (Mother, single,

2 children).

Mothers were concerned that if their children did not like the food in

their lunchbox, they would not eat it and the food would be wasted

or the child would come home hungry.

If he doesn't eat, he's mental. He's hangry, really hangry

… but he'll come out of school, and you can tell …. like he

needs to eat. (Mother, partnered, 2 children).

Mothers were more likely to worry about their children going hungry

if they considered their children to be picky eaters. The concern was

not that there was not enough food, rather that children were not eat-

ing food they did not like. Eight participants reported concerns around

picky eating, including the two mothers who had children with special

needs. For six of the mothers, pickiness was managed by understand-

ing their children's preferences, for example only making sandwiches

in the morning because their children wanted them fresh. But for the

mothers who had children with special needs, for example ADHD or

autism, managing their children's picky eating was important in ensur-

ing that their children would not refuse to eat.

He could only eat the foods that were safe for him other-

wise he wouldn't eat at all. And we had to go through
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that for a really long time, where he just didn't eat at all.

(Mother, single, 2 children).

All mothers wanted to ensure that their children had a healthy diet

and were taught the skills to make healthy dietary choices as they

grew up. Some of the mothers discussed the importance of nutrition

with their children or got them involved in lunchbox preparation. This

was especially important for mothers who had older children.

As they've gotten older, I've tried to get them to do all of

the other things apart from the sandwich. They need to

take a bit of responsibility for themselves and take it

within themselves to eat. (Mother, single, 3 children).

3.4 | Parental judgement

Participants raised concerns about the content of their children's

lunchboxes being connected to experiences of judgement. This

included mothers judging themselves and other mothers or schools

judging them for the food they packed for their children.

Children's dietary intake is a sensitive topic and many mothers

judged themselves for a perception that they were falling short in

their efforts to pack lunchboxes for their children.

I put a lot of effort into my kids' lunches and making sure

they're healthy and that they like them and they're inter-

esting. But there's always more that you could be putting

in, I guess. (Mother, single, 2 children).

Mothers who reported their children were very picky eaters tended to

blame themselves, stating that they were concerned they had not

done enough to encourage healthy eating.

But my kid don't eat that … It is because … I didn't give

her chance to try this food … maybe it just is, maybe my,

um my issue. (Mother, partnered, 1 child).

Mothers reported past experiences when they felt their children's

lunchbox was used to judge the quality of their mothering. Two of the

participants spoke about attending meetings with their children's kin-

dergarten teacher to discuss the food they had packed. This was an

upsetting experience for these mothers who felt the quality of their

mothering was being judged and made them nervous about preparing

lunchboxes for their children when they started primary school.

It wasn't great, I mean especially because it wasn't, it

wasn't just a choice that, um that could be easily fixed if

that makes sense. (Mother, single, 2 children).

Further, experiencing this judgement could have a long-term impact

on their lunchbox choices.

I got this very detailed email and speaking to when I went

to pick her up about not having lollies in the lunchbox …

so, from then on, I've always had to be very strict.

(Mother, single, 2 children).

Some mothers felt the judgement was about what they were able to

afford for their children rather than the nutritional content of the

lunchbox.

It's not so much towards what your kids are eating um,

but I think it's more the judgment of why don't you have

enough money … Why not just buy it and I'm like well it

works out cheaper for me and they're like why don't you

work some more. (Mother, single, 2 children).

None of the mothers interviewed had been contacted about the food

in their children's lunchboxes by their children's primary school, but it

was something that mothers had heard about happening at other

schools and worried about.

I hear about other places where letters go home to the

mothers saying you know, and the food comes back say-

ing this isn't acceptable and stuff like that. (Mother, part-

nered, 3 children).

Social media use and the associated opportunities for parental judg-

ment were also discussed. Social media use was a complex issue, three

of the mothers interviewed used social media in some form for lunch-

box preparation and all felt it could be beneficial.

I can find a lot, um some ideas from YouTube … mums

that offer some ideas on um how to deal with the kids

when they are fussy with food. (Mother, partnered,

1 child).

However, the women also stated that it could be detrimental to their

emotional wellbeing if the food they made did not turn out the same

as it did on social media because they would feel inadequate and not

the best mother they could and/or wanted to be.

You feel a little, um, anxious because what they have

done is so perfect … but when I, when I tried to do it, it's

not exactly the same, or maybe it's a little bit ugly.

(Mother, partnered, 1 child).

Mothers stated that the impact social media had on them depended

on the mood they were in.

I think it depends on the mother, because sometimes I've

looked at them and I'm just like wow, I'd love to be able to

do something like that and that motivates … But then I feel

like if I was in a bit of a slump, and I saw that I'd be like oh
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my god I'm failing at lunchboxes … as with everything

social media, it can be either good or bad. Depends on

what sort of mood you're in. (Mother, single, 2 children).

Some of the mothers who did not use social media thought the pages

about lunchbox preparation were not about preparing food for chil-

dren, rather a place where mothers could present themselves as

mothers who were in line with social expectations.

So, there's like lunch box ideas and lunchbox mums and

um they are definitely competing with each other … it's

not even about the kids, it's about the mums (laughs).

(Mother, single, 2 children).

Overall, participants were confident in their nutritional knowledge and felt

they knew what foods their children should be eating. Three mothers

expressed a keen interest in nutrition and had undertaken forms of higher

education related to nutrition after their children were born. They were

surprised other mothers they know did not seem as interested. These

mothers described the foods their children's friends were eating at school

and their shock that mothers would pack foods they considered unhealthy

in their child's lunchbox. This highlighted that even mothers who feared

judgement would still question the food choices of other mothers.

It does really surprise me, the lack of knowledge. Um

things that people think are healthy like oh, but corn chips

have corn in them so it's almost a vegetable. And no, no

it's not. (Mother, partnered, 3 children).

3.5 | Support from the school

None of the children of mothers interviewed were enrolled in a school

that enforced lunchbox guidelines. Four mothers received information

about healthy lunchbox items when their child began primary school,

but these were suggestions rather than enforced rules.

It's quite a relaxed school I guess in terms of rules and

guidelines. Um I think there was something in a welcome

pack and it just suggested that you know, it be healthy,

that you give fruit. (Mother, single, 1 child).

Participants stated that they felt this was because the school was

worried mothers would react negatively to enforced guidelines.

It seems like quite a battle, and I think my son's school

has just gone, you know, we're going to make suggestions

but we're not willing to go in for the fight. (Mother, part-

nered, 3 children).

However, participants were surprised at the lack of guidelines at their

children's school as they expected them to be enforced in the same

way they were at kindergarten.

In kindy, they're very big about, you know not having any

packaged food, not having any processed foods, not hav-

ing um any baked treats, um yeah very strict on lunchbox

guidelines at kindy…they don't really care at primary

school. (Mother, single, 2 children).

Three mothers said the school had requested they not send nuts to

school because of allergy concerns and to avoid pre-packed foods

because they were not considered healthy, but these were not

enforced policies.

It was kind of a suggestion not to bring nuts … but that's

not like strictly enforced it's like a suggestion. (Mother,

single, 1 child).

Some participants wished the school did more to encourage healthy

food choices, such as moving away from fundraisers based around

lollies and cakes.

We should be normalising that you eat well, not normalis-

ing that you buy junk food to raise money. (Mother, part-

nered, 2 children).

4 | DISCUSSION

Findings from this study suggest that when preparing lunchboxes,

mothers manage both food choices and maximising nutrition. While

previous studies have reported on interventions that seek to improve

the nutritional knowledge of mothers,24,25 this study found that in

general, the participants were confident in their own nutritional

knowledge. This finding may shed some light on the limited success of

previous interventions that aimed to improve lunchbox quality

through nutritional education programs.24,25 Both Evans et al,24 and

Zask et al,25 conducted school-based interventions that sought to

improve the nutritional content of children's lunchboxes via parental

education. These interventions led to an 11% increase in the number

of children provided fresh produce,24 and an increase of 0.63 serves

of fresh produce in each child's lunchbox.25 Similarly, a recent system-

atic review of 10 school-based interventions found that most inter-

ventions focused on providing nutritional information to mothers,

which resulted in minimal changes in children's dietary intake.26

Participants in this study were interested in maximising the nutri-

tional content of their children's lunchboxes but were often hindered

by non-nutritional barriers. Saving time and money at the expense of

nutrition is a finding consistent with extant literature.5 However,

research on lunchbox content has generally only focused on what

mothers are packing in children's lunchboxes rather than the reasons

for mother's lunchbox choices.9,10 Previous cross-sectional studies

have explored the types of foods mothers pack in their children's

lunchboxes over a set number of days.9,10 Sutter et al,10 did ask

mothers what motivated lunchbox choices but only in a short survey

and did not explore parental views on lunchbox choices. Furthermore,
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Sanigorski et al,9 recorded child lunchbox content without exploring

mothers motivations at all.

Our study found that cost and time barriers had an inverse rela-

tionship. Mothers who reported having a lack of time were less con-

cerned about financial constraints, and those who reported financial

constraints appeared to have more time, this may be due to their

employment status. Those who were employed full-time reported

having the least amount of time to prepare lunchboxes, and those

who were currently not in the paid workforce or who were studying

reported having more time to make food. This is consistent with pre-

vious studies that found parents who came from households with

higher levels of employment are generally more impacted by time bar-

riers, compared to those in lower income households, who are gener-

ally more impacted by financial constraints.27,28

None of the mothers had children attending schools with

enforced lunchbox guidelines. This is not a surprise, as Victorian

schools are not required to enforce healthy eating policies.29 About

half of the mothers received healthy lunchbox information when their

children started school, while others were provided no information at

all. Some schools made suggestions on the types of foods to pack or

avoid, but these were not enforced rules. Overall, mothers were sup-

portive of their school not having strict lunchbox guidelines. These

findings support the current literature that indicates parental dislike of

enforced food policies.15,17 Enforced school lunchbox guidelines are

often viewed as too strict and can lead to conflict between mothers

and teachers.18

While there are clear findings surrounding the nutrition related

motivations of mothers, lunchbox preparation is not solely based on

nutrition. It involves a strong emotional response and given children's

lunchboxes can be considered a public display of mothering, the anxi-

ety attached to them is understandable. The pressure to live up to the

ideals of “good mothering,” drawing on the work of Hays,12 is often

inescapable and pervasive enough to impact mothers across various

population groups.12,13,15,19 All the mothers in this study discussed

the pressures associated with lunchbox preparation. The mothers felt

the pressure to live up to the ideals of good mothering,11,12 even if

they did not personally believe in these expectations, or were unable

to live up to them due to their own personal circumstances. The

impact of social media on mother guilt and views on lunchbox prepa-

ration cannot be overstated.30,31 Social media can be used as a tool to

display adherence to the principles associated with good mothering

and pressure other mothers to live up to social expectations.12,17

When discussing pressures associated with lunchbox preparation, sev-

eral participants described the negative influence of social media.

Objectively, participants understood that these lunchboxes were

designed to be placed on social media, yet the idea other children had

these lunchboxes and their children did not, could lead to feelings of

inadequacy. Some mothers stated they specifically avoided using

social media because they knew it would negatively impact them.

While social media is a relatively new phenomenon, it has been found

to increase rates of anxiety and stress in various populations, including

mothers.30,31 The findings of this study suggest using social media for

lunchbox ideas may increase the expectations mothers put on

themselves when it comes to child nutrition and exacerbate feelings

of guilt and shame, which is in line with previous research that has

explored social media and mothering.30,31

Children's dietary intake is seen as a mothers' responsibility, and

the lunchboxes they pack are seen as an example of how they live up

to the ideals of intensive mothering.12,17 However, schools are con-

sidered responsible for children's education, including education on

healthy eating and nutrition. While mothers do not want lunchbox

rules enforced by schools, there remains a community expectation

that schools will play a role in improving children's dietary intake.

However, the non-nutritional concerns that impact mother's lunchbox

choices also impact how they view nutritional information provided

by schools. The pressure to live up to the ideals of good mothering

mean mothers may view nutritional information provided by schools

as a judgment rather than advice.15 Even if the suggestions are not

enforced, they can still be viewed by mothers as schools overstepping

their responsibilities. This ambiguity of the school's role in child nutri-

tion can inadvertently lead to an adversarial relationship between

mothers and schools.

The focus for mothers when preparing lunchboxes is nutrition,

but the drivers of their food choices are not related to nutrition. On

the surface, lunchboxes appear to be straightforward, mothers pack

food for their children to take to school. However, as this study

shows, this area of mothering is complex. All mothers interviewed

struggled with their children's food choices, even when faced with

non-nutritional barriers that were outside of their control. This inter-

nalised guilt and pressure to always be better is a key part of Hay's

concept of good mothering.11,12 An example of the social expecta-

tion that mothers are solely responsible for their children's care is

reflected in the study sample itself, all the participants interviewed

were mothers, despite the study being open to all caregivers.

Additionally, when discussing lunchbox preparation, partnered

mothers did not discuss their children's father's involvement in

lunchbox preparation at all. This absence of fathers in responsibilities

related to child nutrition has been discussed in previous research,

which consistently finds that society views childhood nutrition as

the mother's responsibility.11,13,15

5 | IMPLICATIONS FOR HEALTH
PROMOTION

Childhood is a time of significant physical and mental growth, hence

adequate nutrition is vital. Research indicates that the eating habits

developed in childhood continue into adulthood and can impact

health in the long-term.1,3,32,33 As such, improving children's nutri-

tional intake is a key area of focus for health promotion interventions.

Australian primary school children spend most of their time outside of

home at school, so it is considered an ideal environment for health

promotion.5,26

The predominant focus of current health promotion interventions

seeking to improve the content of children's lunchboxes has empha-

sised parental education. Most children bring a packed lunch from
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home, which is why previous interventions have focused on mothers

as they are typically responsible for packing lunchboxes.5,8 Yet, the

focus on nutritional education has had limited impact, with most chil-

dren eating less than one serve of vegetables while at school and only

half consuming fruit.33 This is the first Victorian study to explore

mothers' perceptions around lunchbox preparation. The findings sug-

gest mothers consider themselves to be well informed about the

importance of nutrition, and they attempt to balance this knowledge

with other practical concerns such as cost, time and child preferences.

The findings of this study indicate that mothers consider lunchboxes

to be a public display of their parenting, and fear judgement as they

try to adhere to social expectations surrounding child nutrition while

also dealing with the practical realities of feeding their children. In

addition to focusing on providing parents with nutritional education

materials, future health promotion interventions should also consider

focusing on addressing non-nutritional barriers such as cost concerns

and time constraints. There is also clearly a role for fathers and other

caregivers when considering responsibility for children's nutritional

needs. Future interventions could seek to increase their participation

in their children's dietary intake, in addition to emphasising the role of

the mother.

6 | STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS

This research has provided valuable insight into a poorly understood

phenomenon, and in doing so, adds to the existing literature. While

there are several important findings of this study, this research also

needs to be considered in the context of its limitations. The results of

this study are strengthened by the chosen methodology, which

allowed participants to discuss their experiences in their own words.20

While the small sample size is a limitation, given the paucity of

research that has been conducted on this topic, the results of this

study are important and can therefore aid future research. Another

potential limitation is that all the participants were mothers, this is

consistent with previous research that indicates mothers are generally

responsible for packing children's lunchboxes.34 However, other care-

givers may have different experiences, and this could be an important

population to investigate in future research. The mothers interviewed

also had a similar cultural background, so it is possible parents from

other cultures may have different perspectives on lunchbox prepara-

tion. Despite this similarity in cultural backgrounds, the final sample

included mothers from different income groups, single parents and

parents who had children with special needs. Given the lack of

research in this area, these results provide a good foundation for

future research.

7 | CONCLUSION

This is the first qualitative study conducted in Victoria on parental

views on lunchbox preparation, and mothers' experiences preparing

lunchboxes for their children. It highlights that schools manage

concerns with children's dietary intake in different ways, but generally

stop short of enforcing any strict rules on the foods children can bring

to school. The findings indicate that mothers are confident in their

nutritional knowledge but are hindered by non-nutritional barriers

when it comes to packing lunchboxes that they consider healthy. This

study also explored how lunchbox preparation relates to pressures

around notions of good mothering and can impact mothers' percep-

tions of nutrition information provided by schools or on social media.

Currently, Australian children's diets do not provide adequate nutri-

tion, putting them at risk of poor health outcomes. Although the sam-

ple size was small, the results of this study provide a basis of how this

area can be further examined through qualitative research and could

form a foundation for future research. Further research on this topic,

including longitudinal studies on lunchbox choices and the impact of

social expectations related to good mothering, could potentially

improve children's dietary intake now and into the future.
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